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When I was one, I earned myself my first ambulance ride by sprinting across slick
concrete in socks. At age two, I did a backflip off my parents’ bed, passed out after hitting the
ground, woke up and tried again; at three I broke my elbow; and at four I caught my hair on
fire. I ran my sled into a tree when I was five. At six I went to urgent care after dangling by my
wrist during an attempt to climb a slide using a jump rope tied around my hand. By age seven, I
ended up under my bike on the side of the road following an unfortunate incident where my
shoelace tied itself to the pedal while going too fast to stop. The doctors joked that I was
“accident prone”; my sister joked that I was crazy. My Mom said I was determined—which is
just her word for stubborn. But my Dad, my Dad called it fearless. Years later, when these and
other stories would be brought up in random conversations, he would laugh and say I would try
anything for an adventure or a challenge.
The truth is, I am most definitely not fearless. None of us are. We have known loss,
known failure, known that the best intentions do not always guarantee the best results. We
are not strangers to heartbreak. Our minds and bodies carry all that we or those we love have
sacrificed to get us where we are today. We are not naive enough to believe that some piece of
paper we’ll be handed when we walk across that stage will protect us from future hardship.
We cannot erase pain, cannot force love, cannot promise success. We can’t change the world.
Which begs the question, why bother? Why is it that we get up day after day and
attempt to make a difference or help someone else or learn about challenges that may never
change? How do we justify so much time and hard work for goals we may never achieve or, if
we do reach them, may not be all we dreamed them to be? What is the point of opening
yourself up to people when you know you are opening the door to hurt? Our brains are wired
to make us feel fear and anxiety to protect us from pain; are we really crazy enough to go
against our own minds and pursue great risks while knowing a perfect life will never exist?
My name is Josephine Arens, and I have been a TELOS scholar, RA, Griffin 101 leader,
SGA Exec member, and more during my time at Fontbonne. I am a student, friend, mentor, and
mentee. And these reflections, these are my reasons. They are the reminder to myself that
there is something greater to be guided by than the avoidance of pain, discomfort, or failure. If
we don’t risk loss or pain, we risk never making true connections or authentically giving or
receiving love. Without hard work, intentional learning (whether that is from a textbook,
conversation, or experience), and critical thinking, we can easily turn a blind eye to harsh
realities—but we also blind ourselves to stories of hope, resilience, and possibility. Sacrifice
and risk are a prerequisite to pride, understanding, and personal growth. No, we may not be
able to create a perfect world, but that does not negate the positive impacts we can achieve.
My education is not just some piece of paper. The people I’ve met, classes I’ve taken,
and opportunities I’ve experienced, have taught me how to see myself and the world in both a
more realistic and encouraging light. I am once again inspired to chase risk, for when the world
sees all we will accomplish, they will ponder how it is as if we were intoxicated with curiosity, as
if we sought the discomfort of growth, as if we had faith in more. As if we were almost fearless.

Poems Discussed in Trauma & Literature: The Search for Meaning

Do not go gentle into that good night
Dylan Thomas

–Sean Thomas Dougherty

Growing up, I was a writer. From the time I could speak I was telling stories, filling
pages first with crayon illustrations and years later with colorful metaphors of complex
characters. It was no question that I would be an author; but, as I got older, I felt myself drawn
less to writing fiction and more to telling real stories. I spent less of my free time making up
stories and more time pouring my heart into assignments or essays that challenged me to write
creatively and authentically. Even so, there is something about a school assignment that limits
vulnerability—after all, essay writing is for a grade, not for therapy.
In my sophomore year at Fontbonne, I enrolled in a Special Topics course titled “Trauma
and Literature: The Search for Meaning.” By this time, I had already abandoned the idea of
writing professionally as a full-time career and had started on the path to becoming a social
worker. After all, what other profession gives you the chance to learn so many real stories and
actually have the opportunity to help influence where those stories go next?
From the very beginning, I found myself immersed in the course, craving it, hungry for
the books and poems we read, absorbing every fact we learned. This class balanced a study of
the long-lasting effects of trauma with exploring how people often use writing to process their
traumatic experiences. It was here that I first learned about the ACE or Adverse Childhood
Experiences study. In this study, researchers found that the number and intensity of significant
life stressors or traumatic experiences a person has are directly related to their risk for other
negative experiences later in life, such as substance use, decreased academic performance,
depression, mental illness, violent reactions or victimization in violent situations, chronic health
conditions, and even early mortality rates. Even (and especially) when these traumatic
experiences occur during childhood, individuals are still at increased risk for such effects to
appear in adulthood. There are two primary protective factors against these effects: The first is

positive relationships. Our relationships impact our thought processes, core beliefs about
ourselves, and even how our bodies react to stress or fear. The second protective factor is coping
skills, which help us focus, use logic, and face challenges without being overwhelmed.
For many people, one such coping skill was writing. We spent the semester reading and
discussing the powerful accounts of people brave enough to share their stories. We analyzed
what made writing so therapeutic for them, how the act of writing things down allows our brain
to process our past, and why it is that something so seemingly simple can have such a positive
impact on our ability to prevent the effects of trauma. That December, we were tasked with
writing two papers for our final project. These papers would tell of a single experience that we
considered negative, traumatic, or stressful, but each paper would tell the story in a different
way. I decided to write about the death of a close family member and a car crash I was in shortly
after his death that, in my mind, was connected.
So I wrote. It was messy and peaceful and therapeutic to just put the thoughts on paper
and acknowledge both the pain I felt and the joy of knowing him. In retrospect, my writing
was…so-so. In some ways, it comes across as dramatic, childish, and difficult to follow. There
are holes everywhere and vital details are missing; this was intentional. Authenticity has always
been a key value in my life so what I wrote is real and authentic, but it is not as vulnerable as it
could be. I’ve realized that I do this in both my writing and my actual life: I am honest, but I
avoid some stories or details in order to protect myself. Writing about his death helped me
process it, but it was only a part of his story and there were other, more protected stories
weighing on my mind and heart at the time that I needed to write, to process, and to be truthful
with myself about. Is my authenticity really as “real” as I would like to believe if it is only
somewhat vulnerable?

Since this class, I have sought to learn more about the impacts our positive and negative
experiences and relationships have on our brains and bodies, and I’m just as in awe now of what
I learn as I was two years ago. I’ve found myself drawn to the ways we humans use creativity to
heal and grow. I’ve become passionate about combining this creativity of expression with the
physiology of experiences, and I know that writing will be a significant part of the healing
process for many of my clients. I also know that I cannot give up writing or social work. Both
are a part of my identity. However, both of these identities need me to be authentic and
vulnerable. How can I ask my clients to be vulnerable if I am not? How can I claim to be
authentic in my writing or my relationships if I keep part of the story hidden? Some would look
at my writings or relationships and interpret the balance of authenticity and ambiguity as having
healthy boundaries around what information I share. There are times, though, when I need to be
better at writing or speaking everything I want to: my opinions, complete thoughts, and full
stories—all without barriers or blind spots built in for protection. I’m still learning how to grant
space to what is chaotic and graceless within me.
I have no intention of pouring my heart out to every person I meet. That’s just not me.
What I am doing though, is challenging myself to be courageously truthful in those moments I
have previously put up walls. In writing or real life, in personal or professional situations, this is
what I strive for now. And the truth is, it’s a messy, therapeutic, work-in-progress.

My Dorm Room Wall

Spanning the wall at the foot of my bed is a collage—a random group of paintings,
drawings, and photographs that I have gradually accumulated throughout my time in college.
They are my reminders. Sometimes I’m only subconsciously aware of their existence in more
subtle ways, like how they’ve become so familiar to me that I know when one has fallen just by
the way my peripheral vision recognizes a change in color or pattern. Other times I am acutely
aware, staring at that wall when I’m trying to think or talk on the phone or fall asleep.
But this is not about random artwork. This is about people. This is about time.
You see, the pictures and paintings that cover my wall were made when with others, or
are ones that friends created and gave to me. The amount of time and effort and intentionality
that hangs on that wall is powerful. They display the greatest gift I have received in this life: the
physical and mental presence of other people.
Of course, this is not to say that all of my interactions with people over the last four years
have been positive and inspiring. Quite frankly, one of the most important lessons I’ve had to
learn is to let go, and I hate letting go. I suck at it. It’s like trying to pull up a tree whose roots
have already woven themselves under the foundation. Either some of the roots get left behind—
a memory of what used to grow there—or the foundation splits and crumbles under the constant
pressure of the tree searching for a source of life. I will always try to find another way, giving
the benefit of the doubt, carrying as much weight as I can to let the other person catch a break, or
brushing off my hurt in favor of second chances. I consider myself a fairly understanding
person, but there are times I’m still learning to distinguish between understanding and
justification. I have to know my own worth, my own values, my own limits of how much I can
carry and what I am trying to change that is out of my control. It is still a major challenge for
me, this balance of wanting to see others develop into the best version of themselves while

knowing that for my own sanity I cannot be there for that process. There will always be a part of
me that cares for them, wants the best for them, and hopes that they have found somewhere
healthier to plant their roots.
And then there are the people that challenge me in other ways. These are the professors
who encourage me to push myself to learn more and the staff members who greet me with a
smile and remind me to always take the time out of my day to care about someone else. Above
all else, though, these people are my family. They are the friends who hold me accountable for
the decisions I make and let me know when I fail to see a situation from every perspective.
They are the ones who force me to reconsider the belief that only the pieces of my
identity that are neat and beautiful are valuable. Of all the paintings on my wall, there is one that
stands out as different from the rest. It is simple and doesn’t seem to have much thought or
meaning behind it. In reality, this painting did not start that way. Its foundation is clean,
colorful, and strategic. I had the perfect idea of the details I would add, and things were going to
plan. What I didn’t plan was for him—the one person who challenges me more than anyone
else—to pick up the black paint and start spreading it across the bottom half of the canvas. I was
in shock, internally frustrated at the loss of something that was going so well! He was not; he
was calm, casually noting with a raised eyebrow and half smile that I had to stop trying so hard
or drawing from someone else’s ideas and just paint. I stared at him. And then I laughed, picked
up the black paintbrush, and joined in on the chaos.
In its own simple way, this interaction explains the relationships I would grow with
several people I have met at Fontbonne—people that I now truly consider my family. There was
nothing dramatic or grand about this interaction, just as there was no dramatic grand moment that
I became the person I am with my friends. With them, I am home. One moment, I am

completely comfortable, not having to worry about hiding emotions or saying the right things or
pretending to have my life together. The next moment I am completely out of my comfort zone,
daring to try new things where I typically make a fool of myself. Yet, in both places, I am truly
myself. For all the appreciation that I give to the imperfect beauty in the world around me, it is
not as easy to extend this grace and gratitude towards myself. When I’m with my people though,
they never fail to bring to light and love the parts of myself that I have wasted so much time
trying to determine the worth of. I know my value but they have never even questioned my
worth or ability to thrive, and I have never questioned theirs.
The academic and professional experiences I’ve had at Fontbonne have greatly shaped
my knowledge, perspectives, and actions, but they pale in comparison to the transformative
power of people. I have learned so much more about who I am from others than I would have
ever thought possible. They have shown me who I am and that I am already the person I want to
be, but that I still need to challenge myself to keep growing as a person. There are not enough
pictures and paintings and wall space in this world to display the gratitude I have for them, but I
am reminded every day of the person I am because of them and for them. I can honestly say that
I don’t know what my life would be like without them, because, without them, I would not have
found myself.

Art Therapy Project: Magazine Clipping Collage

I am a firm believer in the power of beautiful things.
Let me explain. I don’t mean beauty in the sense of things that are flawless or expensive
or perfectly happy and put-together. I’m talking those actions, objects, or moments that make
you stop and take a breath because the emotional connection you’re experiencing has caught you
off guard. These are the stars and sunsets that you find yourself staring at as you reflect on how
there are still parts of the world that are graceful and calm in the midst of chaos. These are the
photographs, sketches, and poems that leave your chest aching hours later because the creator’s
pain was so exposed. These are the songs that make your heart, your smile, your mind a little
lighter because they seem to sing solely of the ones you love. This is beautiful—real, unguarded,
and full of time, energy, emotion, and truth.
To me, what all of this comes down to is human expression. It is our ability to both
express our own thoughts and emotions, and to emotionally connect with the world around us.
Some people find this connection through one or two outlets that speak to them; I find it
everywhere. In nature, art, music, sports, writing, anatomy, architecture, dance, conversation,
and connection to people, animals, and the spiritual—in all of these things life expresses itself.
When I began studying social work, I decided it was important for me to share the power
of expression with my clients. I wanted them to be able to paint the emotions and stories that we
so often cannot find words for. I wanted them to know how to use music to reduce anxiety and
replenish energy in order to handle whatever challenges they face. I wanted them to discover
how to retrain automatic thoughts using their own words and the writings of others who know
firsthand how hopelessness seeps through your skin until every part of you absorbs it. Growth,
change, and healing cannot fully thrive unless accompanied by reflection, understanding, and
self-awareness, all of which can be found through self-expression and connection.

It only made sense, then, that I supplement my social work education with a Certificate in
the Expressive Art Therapies. To complete this certificate, I was required to take a combination
of classes related to group work, psychopathology, art therapy activities, and general art and
music classes. This was a challenge for me. As much as I love all forms of artistic expression, I
am far from great at the vast majority of them. I worried about how my work would compare to
that of my classmates, how my clients and professors would see me when they realized my skills
were decent at best, and how my biggest critic—myself—would react to my lack of expertise.
Still, I swooned over the chance to be creative, showing up to each class eager to just spend an
hour of my day holding a pencil, instrument, or block of clay. I tried to calm my nerves by
reminding myself what we tell our clients: expression is more about the process than the product.
Even when I was frustrated because my work didn’t turn out as I expected it to, I was grateful for
the chance to just release and visualize whatever thoughts or emotions I was holding on to at that
time. Even the art classes that weren’t centered on art therapy were therapeutic.
As time went on, I began to experience what I hope my clients will experience in the
future. The simple act of painting, playing songs, and writing was not only a means of self-care
but also a method of assessing where I stood on different experiences or situations in my life.
Expression became a form of insight where I was forced to confront what ideas and feelings
were being displayed and just how accurate or healthy they were. What was I trying to deny or
hide from myself? What had I needed to let go of that I didn’t realize I was holding on so tightly
to? Looking at where I am now, where do I want to be in the future and how do I get there?
I also saw the products I was creating slowly become cleaner and more refined. In my
drawing class, this appeared through more attention to detail and more controlled strategic
marks. For my art therapy activities, I can see this refinement as my art progressed from being

an almost overwhelming compilation of ideas to having more limited subject matter. To me, this
reflects the therapeutic process of desensitization. In the beginning of processing experiences or
emotions, our thoughts are often sporadic and overwhelming. For some, this triggers the brain’s
fear and anxiety response systems. For others, it means never fully understanding any single
thought or emotion because our thinking become disorganized, bouncing rapidly from one
memory or thought to another. As we continue to process our experiences, our brains become
less sensitive to information and can begin to focus on individual aspects without being
overwhelmed. Through art, I could visibly see my ability to describe and understand my own
thoughts taking shape, in turn gaining control over them rather than solely being able to decide
between letting them spill out or holding them back.
Expression and beauty in my personal life is important to me, but it is equally as
important that I provide clients with the opportunity to be empowered by such expression in their
own lives. In my first practicum my junior year, I was tasked with creating a program for
elementary students that joined the counseling, social work, art, and music departments to create
individualized support sessions. In these sessions, students were guided through how to use art
and music to process experiences, develop self-calming strategies, and gain control over
behaviors. Unfortunately, part of the way through the semester, Covid hit the area and schools
closed down just as we were starting to implement the program we developed. The program will
be used in the future, but I was disappointed that I would not be able to participate in guiding it.
Even so, I ended up with experience of developing a program to support my clients in a way that
I found meaningful and impactful. Expression may not always be pretty or neat or painless, but
it is none-the-less beautiful, therapeutic, and empowering.

Excerpts from Entrepreneurship Course Organizational Proposal

One would think that the age-old question, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”
would be met with more confidence, more certainty, more insight as we age. In many ways, this
may be true; in response, we may now be able to state a career that doesn’t constantly fluctuate
like it did when we were young and based our dreams on cartoons or what was cool when
playing pretend with classmates at recess. On the other hand, our answers are now faced with
more questions: Social work? Oh, that’s neat. So, what do you want to do with that? Where do
you want to work? Who are you going to work with? What kind of studies do you have to do for
that? That sounds tough; you sure you’re going to be able to mentally handle that? Financially
handle that? Emotionally? What happens if you change your mind?
In a conversation last night, a friend mentioned that life would be so much less stressful if
we could only see all the steps between where we are now and where we want to be. I disagree;
if the person I am today saw all that I was balancing in the distant future, present me would
probably be overwhelmed and may even give up. In reality, though, my future self has the skills
necessary to be successful in whatever it is she is doing—skills from experiences that I presently
cannot imagine because there are still so many small stepping stones between here and there.
I can tell you now that my goal is to be happy, to be working in a profession that I am
passionate about, and to be creating a positive impact. What I can’t tell you is exactly how that
will look. I have learned, however, to dream and prepare the best that I can and to let the rest
develop as new opportunities present themselves. Maybe I’ll develop my own organization,
incorporating art, music, and the outdoors into support for children and families. Maybe I’ll
bounce between organizations, contracting with them to improve their fundraising or the services
they provide. Maybe I’ll decide to become a keynote speaker, traveling across the world to
educate other professionals about the impact of relationships and trauma on the human body.

Or maybe none of these things will happen because I find a new possibility that I haven’t
even imagined yet. No matter the scenario, I want to feel competent, prepared, and able to
accept any new challenge or opportunity that comes my way. For me, part of being prepared
means that I know the limits of my profession. Social workers are notorious for being caring,
compassionate, and creative, but we’re not always associated with being assertive, analytical,
and attentive to things like marketing or financials. If I see running my own organization or
contracting with various organizations as even a remote possibility in the future, I have to
acknowledge that my social work background needs to be supplemented.
On the surface, the worlds of business administration and social work appear vastly
different, even contradictory. This was the original reason that I decided to add Business
Administration as a minor. I need to be ready to switch from social work mode to business mode
and back if I ever decide to open my own agency. If I ever get to the point where I hire someone
to manage the “business side” of my organization, I want to have a basic understanding of the
tasks they are completing in order to hold them accountable for their work. My initial goal was
to know just enough about the world of business to exist within it long enough to check up on
my financial, legal, and organizational stability before retreating into my social work safe haven.
What I discovered instead was that these two seemingly separate cultures of social work
and business are actually both strengthened and improved when woven together. Listening,
building relationships, creatively intervening when problems arise, and discovering and utilizing
strengths are all social work skills that can advance a business’s productivity. Developing an
organizational or programming plan, analyzing efficiency and effectiveness, forecasting
expenses and revenues, and strategically creating a “face” for an organization within the
community are all critical parts of maximizing the impact of the services provided by social

workers. Some nonprofit organizations or social service agencies either lacks the skills
necessary to function smoothly or fail to see the importance of administrative and business
operations. These are the ones who will end up being financially unsustainable, limiting the
number of clients served or services provided, or causing high burnout rates for employees
attempting to succeed in an insufficient environment.
From developing mock business plans for social service agencies, to participating in the
assessment and revamping of a local nonprofit that is close to my heart, I already see the ways
combining social work and business can serve me. I may not yet know the exact situations
where the business administration skills I have been taught will fully emerge and be the primary
tools I use to meet my next stepping stone, but they are always present below the surface,
swirling through any knowledge or skills I have absorbed from other studies or experiences.
I am first and foremost a social worker, but I wouldn’t mind being a successful
businesswoman too if the opportunity to be both ever presents itself. Or maybe, by choosing to
take the path that I have, I’m working to create that opportunity even as we speak.

Residential Life Team

There is a debate about the origins of leadership, a question of whether some are “born
leaders” or if leadership can be learned. Frankly, I don’t care. How someone becomes a leader
is irrelevant to me; I, for one, am far more concerned about the type of leader someone is once
they assume that role. Now, this doesn’t mean that only individuals who are in highly public,
powerful positions are required to be ethical leaders. I believe that many people are leaders in
one aspect of their lives or another. Any action we take that inspires or influences others to act a
certain way involves a form of leadership—just as much as authority does—and thus must be
based on the values we hold dear.
For me, the most tangible example of leadership I have experienced while at Fontbonne
has been my time as a Resident Assistant. Through this role, I had the responsibilities of
planning programs for residents, helping freshmen students transition to college life, enforcing
campus policies, and supporting the mental, physical, social, and emotional wellbeing of other
residents. Although I did not apply to become a Resident Assistant until the end of my
sophomore year, I began considering the position early in my freshman year at Fontbonne. To
me, it made sense. My love for creativity would help with events and bulletin boards, I enjoyed
getting to know people and being a familiar face, and I consider myself a fairly compassionate,
problem-solving person. I believed that many of the things I learned in my social work
education would translate well to serving as an RA (and that my RA role would help prepare me
for social work situations), so I figured I would have the skills necessary to at least hold my own.
This was easier said than done. It did not take long for me to realize that I had a lot to
learn about balance, forgiveness, and assertiveness.
I am the kind of person who over-does just about everything. I overthink, over-feel,
overwork, over-attach, and get over-involved. I hold myself to the highest standards, pushing

myself to be fully committed to everything I am passionate about and everything I am capable
of. In some ways, this mindset has served me well, fostering my passions and purpose by
helping me be successful. On the other hand, this can become unhealthy. In terms of my role as
a Resident Assistant, I often tried to fit too much into a crammed schedule without wavering
from the belief that everything I did needed to be done well. If something is important to me, I
could never half-ass it; if it is not important to me or to someone I care about, then it’s not going
to be on my schedule anyway, so we’re back to the idea that everything needed to be done well.
On top of struggling with balance, I wrestled with being assertive in my role. If you put
me in a direct confrontation, I will work my way through it and be fine. That wasn’t the issue.
The issue was getting to the point of deciding that direct confrontation was needed. If someone
came to me with a problem or if there was a blatant violation of safety or policy, I could handle
that. What was difficult were the times where things were less glaringly obvious: things like
sharing a table with a friend to eat during Covid times, or laughing and talking at night at almostdisruptive volumes. I’m rarely bothered by these kinds of things, which made it hard for me to
determine at what point to intervene.
All of these internal conflicts led to the one challenge I faced more than any during my
time as an RA: forgiving myself. I am my harshest critic, and I’m still learning to reign that in
sometimes. I would beat myself up about situations I considered “borderline intervenable” that I
didn’t step in on. When I was placed in a situation, I would later reflect on what I could have
said or done differently. If my otherwise chaotic life and time spent with friends or family would
take away from my ability to be the best support for my residents, or implementing all my ideas
for programming, I would question my leadership skills—and yet, I was not willing to give up
my social life or time spent working on other things I was passionate about. I would simply tell

myself to work harder, be better, suck it up and find a way. Logically speaking, I know that
these pressures were unrealistic. Emotionally speaking, decreasing my expectations for myself
or giving less of myself to something I was passionate about would have just felt irrational.
Despite the stress and pressures of my time as an RA, I would like to believe I was a
decent one. Maybe even better than decent. I learned to handle unexpected situations with a
whole lot of problem solving and hopefully a little grace. I picked up what did or did not work
from one situation and tried to apply it to future experiences. The connections I made with other
residents are so important to me, and I am grateful to them for accepting me in this position and
allowing me to support them however possible. I try to create an environment that is
encouraging, just, and welcoming, because that’s the type of place I would want to live in. I
learned to incorporate my values and skills into my work, holding myself accountable for
listening, understanding all perspectives, and upholding ethical standards—both for myself and
for my residents.
Being in this role is not always easy. Sometimes, it gets exhausting and infuriating.
There are times I think people forget that we’re just students too, trying to have the same
experiences they are and get through college the best we can. Other times, I am reminded of
why I became an RA in the first place. Luckily, I have some amazing friends who are or were
RAs themselves during their time at Fontbonne, and we share a bond because of it. We share our
pride seeing our classmates succeed, our advice for how to deal with difficult situations, and our
laughter in reflecting on the unexpected moments we have worked through together. They
challenge me to become a better RA, social worker, and person. They have the skill that I strive
for in leadership: the ability to inspire other leaders.

Annie’s Hope Summer Camp

Two years ago, I found myself walking through a field in the pitch-black stillness of a
warm June night. It was solemn, respectful—quiet except for the crickets and the shuffling of a
hundred other feet and the low whispers of stories told through sniffles. Dotting the field,
winding its way back and forth through the night, was a path of paper bags illuminated by
candlelight. Written on each bag was the name of a child’s loved one who had died, the candle
burning as a reminder of what was lost. There were so many candles—so much loss.
I was absorbing the scene, lost in it, when the silence was harshly broken. One child,
having found the bag he was looking for, had curled up in a ball on the ground, screaming in a
way that can only be described as agony. Two of the other counselors rushed to him, fell to his
side, and just sat there, patting his back and letting him scream.
When I became involved with Annie’s Hope my sophomore year, I didn’t know what
exactly to expect, but that summer night in a secluded field in June was not it. Annie’s Hope is
an organization that provides support to children and families who are grieving the loss of
someone important to them. They have provided caregivers with resources, children with
support groups and summer camps, and me with insight into the concept of servant leadership.
I did not realize at first that the work I was doing with Annie’s Hope was either service or
leadership. Rather, I simply saw it as a way to get involved in work that I was passionate about.
Promoting the emotional and social wellbeing of children (especially those who have
experienced major life stressors) is both a moral value and professional foundation for me. I
jumped at the chance to incorporate artistic expression into engagement with youth in need of
support. This was an opportunity for personal fulfillment and professional insight on how to run
my own agency in the future.

My experience with the families of Annie’s Hope became so much more. First, my
involvement was primarily helping with fundraisers, but I soon transitioned to being a support
group facilitator. Then, I decided to become a camp counselor, spending two weeks guiding
programs and supporting participants ranging from elementary students to teenagers.
In those support groups and throughout those two weeks, I learned that I can lead through
subtle ways. Leadership is not always about guiding decisions or being firm in instructions and
actions. Sometimes, the most powerful leadership comes simply from being present to assist
others through whatever they are facing at the time. Yes, there were still times that I had to be
assertive and “in charge,” but how I stepped up to these demands was more important. Looking
back now, the times that stand out to me are when I used my role as facilitator or camp counselor
to serve. For example, when I let my kids choose between consequences for their actions and
joined in to do pushups, jumping jacks, and wall sits along with them. Leadership came from
helping a child breathe and verbalize his thoughts when he was too angry to stop crying, or when
jumping on stage to share my own stories and hold hands or microphones for children who were
nervous about sharing their stories.
I recognize now that each time I acted silly with, cried with, or challenged one of my kids
to go outside their comfort zone, I was engaging in a form of leadership. At the time though, I
was just grateful to be invited in. Trust is a risk, accepting support is a risk, and being vulnerable
about such emotional experiences is a major risk. And yet, they allowed me to be present and to
do my best to support them. I was not there with them because I had the right to be; I was there
because they gave me the opportunity to be.
While much of what I learned about servant leadership came from the participants, I also
gained a lot from the actions of the other facilitators and camp counselors. I’ll be honest, I

learned from a few the kind of leader I don’t want to be. Although they cared greatly for the kids
and families, they were not fully enveloped in the idea of service and being completely present in
meeting the needs of our participants and no one else. The majority, though, truly exemplified
what I wanted to achieve. They gave their groups the space to just be kids, connecting one
minute to their own childish side without losing control of their team. The next minute, they
were able to navigate the challenging emotional tolls that come with being a grieving child, like
falling to the ground in a field to just be present through emotional pain. I am in awe of their
dedication to what they believe and the service they provide to these children and families. They
have shown me how to be confident, fun, and authentic in my role without losing sight of what
we were there for. Their leadership is not fake or forced, but rather based on compassion and
humility.
This subtle, powerful kind of leadership is what I strive for. It is what I attempt to
incorporate in any opportunity to guide or influence that I find myself in. I am not the expert on
anything, especially someone else’s life or experiences. Instead, the best I can do is try to
connect, support, and never stop learning. I am forever grateful for the chance my Annie’s Hope
kids and co-counselors gave me to serve and be equal with them, because they have changed my
idea of who a leader is and what leadership should be.

Acceptance Letter for St. Louis University MSW Program

One of the most challenging choices I made while a Fontbonne student was to also
become a graduate student at Saint Louis University. I have known from the beginning of my
education here that this was an option for me and a decision I would most likely make, but being
prepared for your next step and actually walking into it are two completely different things.
Within social work, professionals who have received their bachelor’s degrees are referred
to as “generalist” practitioners because of their foundational knowledge in a variety of areas,
such as policy, research, case management, group leadership, organizational structure, and
treatment planning. With such a variety of topics to cover, our undergraduate education is
focused on gaining a general knowledge or skill set that can be applied to any number of areas—
thus the term “generalist.” As important as gaining these skills is, I needed more. I wanted to
dive deeper into the complex, ever-intriguing topics of social interactions and the impact of
environment on health and behavior. I wanted to create cutting-edge programs and interventions
that reflected a true understanding of the people I was working with. If I chose to do so, I
wanted to be able to guide therapy—and have it actually be professional and effective. To do
these things, I would need a master’s degree, at minimum.
While Fontbonne does not currently have a Master of Social Work program, they offer a
bridge program with Saint Louis University where students have the opportunity to complete up
to four graduate level classes at SLU during their junior and senior years at Fontbonne. After
graduating from Fontbonne with a BSW, students would then transition straight into SLU’s
Master’s program to complete the remaining 30 credit hours. To put it into perspective, students
who did not study Social Work at the undergraduate level would be required to complete around
60 credit hours for a MSW, and students who have a BSW can have up to 18 credit hours
removed from this total if their undergraduate GPA is above a 3.0 and they have received a B or

higher in those classes. In order to be eligible for the bridge program, I needed to prove that I had
truly mastered the material in my undergraduate classes and would be able to handle taking
enough courses prior to my senior year at Fontbonne to have time for my graduate courses.
For a girl who entered college unsure of what she wanted to do or what social work even
was, the thought of completing a bachelor’s in social work, certificate in the expressive art
therapies, minor in business administration, and masters in social work within five years was
both terrifying and exciting. Add in the rest of my hectic schedule that I was not willing to part
with and it was certifiably insane.
And yet, I am here. I’m honestly not sure how, except for by grace and grit alone. There
were times I questioned my sanity and ability to achieve what I had set out to. At Fontbonne, I
poured my heart into my research, essays, business plans, and practicum responsibilities, because
anything less than something I could be proud of wasn’t worth my time. I learned to give every
minute I had a purpose; whether that purpose was to complete an assignment, be present with the
people I care about, or be an intentional time of self-care, every minute had to pull its weight or
else be lost. I’m not always perfect at that, but I’m trying. This time in my life was filled with
sacrifice. There were many times I gave up watching tv, sleeping in, or rushing my coursework,
choosing instead to do something more worthwhile (and then there were times I had to give up
my grand ideas and settle for doing the bare minimum to scrape by). I put myself through a lot
of stress, knowing that it was not necessary, but still holding on to the occasionally-threadbare
hope that it would be worth it in the end.
It was worth it in the end. I believe this even though it is not yet the end. The skills and
experiences I have already gained through my SLU classes are profound, and the way my
Fontbonne and SLU courses are each enhanced by the other is becoming increasingly evident. I

am often shocked to find all the ways what I am learning is interconnected, from applying the
strengths-based approaches I learned at Fontbonne to clinical diagnosis case studies at SLU, or
utilizing my SLU studies on the connections between neurobiology and experiences or
relationships in supporting the people I meet through my practicum. As mentally strenuous as
my graduate classes are, I find myself absorbed in them, searching for examples in my own life,
and willing to spend hours discussing the complexities of human beings with anyone who will
listen. The number of times I have sat there and thought both “This is groundbreaking” and
“This makes complete sense” at the same time is startling and a helpful reminder that maybe I
am on the right track after all.
I do not regret choosing a difficult path. All that I have given up, I have gained back in
ways that are much more important to me. The only exception to this would be in terms of
relationships. The people I care about are the one thing in this life I am not willing to sacrifice,
and I hope that they have never felt I was too busy or too preoccupied with what I was trying to
achieve to give them the time, energy, or support they deserve. I did my best to give up what I
had to in other areas of my life because there is nothing I love more than being with them, but I
know there were still times that I could have been more present. They have motivated me,
sacrificed for me, and helped me navigate my life more than they even know.
In so many of the experiences I’ve had in my life, I’ve found myself overwhelmed with
gratitude, inspiration, and a passion to learn more. Here—in this opportunity—these feelings are
present as well, but there is a vein of something stronger, more determined that pulses through
them.
Pride.

Friends of Kids with Cancer Description of Emotional Support Programs

When working in social work—or any job, for that matter—it is important to know your
“why.” Does working this job give me the opportunity to support the people I care about or do
the things I want to? Am I here because of the people I get to work alongside? Is the work itself
adding purpose or value to my life? There are a million reasons someone could love or hate an
occupation or even just a certain job within that field. For me, I believe I know my reasons—my
“why”—at least in general terms. Having a healthy work environment is important, making a
living is necessary, and having a positive influence in topics or areas of life that I am passionate
about is vital. And yet, I am always searching for more reasons, more validation, more
inspiration to combat the ever-lurking, never-elusive, preached-about burnout. I’m not saying I
am burnt out or expect to be—I’m not—but I still search for more and more meaning or
connection to energize the work I do and strengthen the barrier against burnout.
When selecting and participating in a practicum, I apply these same values and thought
processes. To be satisfied, I need my role to have a purpose both in my own professional
development and in meeting the needs of my organization. With professional supervision
requirements, and the interruption of covid right as I began my practicum search, I quickly had to
abandon my original plan of providing on-site therapeutic intervention and emotional support to
pediatric hospital patients preparing for significant medical procedures. Instead, I found a way to
support these patients that was one-step removed from the hospital setting, but one-step closer to
home.
I first learned of Friends of Kids with Cancer about five years ago, when I learned a
friend I had drifted from had received her own oncology diagnosis and her family began
participating in their services. Although I didn’t know much about the organization, I knew they
provided her with both therapeutic and recreational supports when she needed them most. As I

researched the organization more, collaborating with them for my practicum made perfect sense.
Friends of Kids provides tutoring, support groups, individual support sessions, art therapy, and
music therapy services for patients and their families alike. They also provide the chance for
kids to simply experience childhood and take a mental break through community social events,
family “Memory Maker” experiences, meal deliveries to the clinic, toys or prizes during
treatment, end of chemotherapy celebrations, and so much more.
I walked into this practicum with the same goals I apply to any practicum or professional
experience: Learn something (preferably something applicable to future experiences); do
meaningful work; and leave a legacy, a positive impact, something specific that came into
existence or was improved upon because of my participation. I anticipated my involvement with
Friends of Kids with Cancer would perfectly set the stage for my future professional work. I
dreamed of spending much of my time joining in on hospital art and music therapy sessions or
helping families prepare to celebrate the end of treatment. I would host fundraisers, lead support
groups, plan events, and get to know the other employees and families. Covid would be gone by
my last semester and psychosocial support for those facing significant medical challenges would
be seen as more valuable than ever.
Or not. Here we are, the final stretch of my practicum and education at Fontbonne, and I
have not stepped foot inside a hospital. There are no large-scale community events, no in person
support groups, no office full of coworkers or crowds of patient families to meet. While the
majority of our services can still be achieved through virtual platforms or drop-offs to hospitals,
there is something missing. I am learning just how much I depend on and value in-person,
physical interactive engagement to build rapport and offer intervention. I crave connection that
is tangible, tactile, able to be achieved through a shared activity or proximity.

Even with the change in reality, I still had goals to achieve. I was given the opportunity
to work with an organization that provides meaningful services related to topics I am passionate
about. I could not let that slip away. I learned to adapt, finding connections between the tasks I
could do and their connection to the overall support we provided families. Virtual caregiver
support groups and individual child support sessions allowed for some clinical interaction, and I
was willing to take anything I could get. Checking in on families, participating in virtual staff
meetings, preparing deliveries of meals and toys for the clinics, and helping plan fundraisers
gave insight into the variety of services the organization balanced at once. Most importantly,
though, I found ways I could still leave a legacy, even if I would not be able to personally
witness these things come to fruition in non-pandemic times. Research on program expansion,
developing virtual tools for social/emotional learning, and creating an educational component for
volunteers, coworkers, and families on the relationship between health and psychological stress
reduction became my way to contribute to families who would join even after I’ve left.
In the midst of my experiences, I searched for meaning. The work Friends of Kids with
Cancer does isn’t always pretty. Families are under unimaginable stress. Treatments are
physically and psychologically brutal. Patients die. Fear, anger, grief, and hopelessness are not
uncommon. And yet, those in this occupation or organization—and myself—are drawn to this
work. Sure, you could say it is from a desire to help people or make a positive impact, but there
are a million other ways to do that. Why this way? Why here? Why these people?
One counselor described it as the chance to walk with those who are dying to the gates of
heaven; for a split second, he gets to peer in, too, giving him enough strength to walk it all again.
Maybe that’s the point. Maybe, we don’t have to be strong all the time—just long enough to
give someone else reason to believe joy and peace exist so that they can convince us we’re right.

Washington D.C. March for Life with FBU Students for Life

Sometimes I wish that ethics were easy. How much simpler, how much less divisive,
how much less painful would our world be if there was always one right answer and everyone
followed it? Obviously, that’s not how the world works. Some situations the vast majority of us
can agree are wrong—and yet, they still occur with a lack of uniformity on whose responsibility
it is to prevent the wrong and if that is even truly possible in the first place.
Other situations, though, are even less clear-cut. More often than not, we are faced with a
scenario where we consider some components more justifiable than others, or where we must
view the experience less as ethical or unethical and more as where it falls on a spectrum. What is
understandable isn’t guaranteed to be right, and a moral act may be improved to be even more
virtuous. Life is usually too complicated for everything to be either 100% right or 100% wrong.
One such topic—at least in my opinion—is that of abortion. I am pro-life, but before you
react in either a positive or negative way to that statement I need you to please read this to the
end before deciding what to think of me because I myself am still trying to decide what to think
of me. I debated even writing about this topic both because it is complicated and controversial
and because I didn’t want this to be interpreted as some sort of platform for my opinions. This
reflection is for me to understand how I got here, so take from it what you wish.
It is complicated being a pro-life social worker. My entire profession and way of
thinking is based on the belief that varying perspectives and choices are valid and that clients
must make the decisions that are best for them. This is the core of everything I do, everything I
am both as a social worker and as an individual—I do my best to hear and understand a situation
from all possible perspectives, connecting first on an emotional level and then using logic to
recognize how a decision was reached. Trust me, I have emotionally connected with and
logically worked through every reason that a woman would have an abortion and I understand—

although admittedly to varying degrees—all of them. All of them. To me, there are a few
scenarios where I don’t believe abortion to be the logical choice, but there are so many other
situations where logical and emotional thinking alike could justify abortion.
My heart breaks for anyone who has had to make this decision and anyone who had this
decision made for them. Writing this and thinking of both people I know and people I have
never met who have been faced with such difficult situations places me on the verge of tears, and
yet I am pro-life. And the fact that those two parts of myself contradict just pains me even more.
My freshman year at Fontbonne, I joined the Students for Life organization on campus. I
learned so much from my peers in this group: From facts and statistics about abortion, their
personal reasons for being pro-life, and how to have constructive dialogue with individuals I
disagree with. The first student leader I had in this organization was also a social work student,
and she taught me more than she knows about how to fight for the rights of both the unborn child
and the mother. This organization gave me the opportunity to learn more about why I believe
what I believe, but it also gave me the opportunity to interact with other individuals and
subgroups of the pro-life movement, both within and outside of my Fontbonne community. As it
turns out, ignorance is sometimes bliss. The more I saw, the more flaws I found in the system.
I am not simply anti-abortion, I am pro-life. I am pro-life on topics of hunger,
homelessness, abuse, murder, self-injury, healthcare disparities, and all topics in between. We
cannot claim to be pro-life and then choose to simply remove abortion without ensuring that
other resources and solutions are in place. This means working to reform the foster care system,
protect couples from intimate partner violence and coercion, and provide resources for parents to
realistically meet the needs of their families. Women must have access to significant mental and
physical health resources both prenatal and perinatal. I could go on and on listing the supports

and resources that I believe are essential if we are to ever end abortion, but I will sum it up
simply by saying the entire system needs a complete overhaul. Abortion is a social justice issue
in many ways, including in the sense of all that must exist and be accessible in its absence.
As I witnessed and worked in the pro-life movement, I gradually had to admit to myself
that the things others or I were doing did not align with my beliefs on how to achieve change.
The system was not going to be more supportive and more ethical by protesting. If anything,
some (by no means all, but some) of the anti-abortion signs or programs only keep us further
from the possibility of achieving true progress. Blaming or dehumanizing anyone who chooses
or supports abortion shuts down dialogue. It portrays a lack of understanding as to why women
have abortions in the first place and there is nothing we need more right now than understanding.
My final year at Fontbonne, I chose to leave the Students for Life organization. It is not
because I disagree with what the organization stands for. It is because—both at Fontbonne and
outside of the university—there are some actions that reflect a pro-life perspective and some that
reflect an anti-abortion one. If I truly believe an approach that focuses primarily on ending
abortion instead of working twice as hard to build lasting supports lacks understanding, then I
cannot justify being part of such a movement and still look my friends and clients in the eyes,
claiming to want to understand and support them.
I have to find a new way to advocate for my beliefs and for individuals in need of
support. I have no idea how this will look yet, and I worry I will become complacent in my lack
of action while still harboring frustration against an unjust system. My heart is unsettled,
disrupted by a dilemma that is both ethical and unethical on opposing sides. Still, I must choose
to step into the heart-wrenching contradiction and warring thoughts within myself or else I risk
not choosing to stand for anything. And that’s almost as bad as standing for nothing.

North Grand Neighborhood Services & St. Vincent de Paul Society

I have been incomprehensibly blessed in my life. I have a family I love more than
anything, friends I can truly claim as family, and the opportunity to pursue an education for a
career I am passionate about. When I face challenges, I know I have the ability to persevere and
people who will support me through that process.
I have experienced enough tough times to know that the world is full of hardship,
brokenness, pain and hate. Yet, I have also experienced enough good times to recognize that
healing, strength, and goodness are real. However, healing requires—as cliché as it sounds—
love. It requires someone to care. Adding just a tiny ounce of healing or positive impact to the
world requires a love that inspires supporting each other, accepting self-worth, and putting in
hard work. This balance of knowing both pain and love is what calls me to service. There is a
world out there and within ourselves searching to relieve pain and I am lucky enough to have the
opportunity to acknowledge and address it, even if only as a tiny drop of rain on dusty soil.
Negligible in the grand scheme of things, but not unnoticeable to the inch upon which it falls.
And never inconsequential.
Throughout my life and during my time at Fontbonne, I have experienced service in a
variety of ways. Many of these were small, short-term projects, such as working in a community
garden or food pantry or making meals and fleece blankets for individuals with food and housing
insecurities. In each of these experiences, I was able to connect with individuals from a variety
of backgrounds taking time out of their busy schedules to help meet a need. We would talk over
our work, sharing stories about who we are, and why this service was important to us. Each
would then return to their own life, renewed by the positive social interaction and the hope that
there are still people who care in this world.

There is value in these interspersed, refreshingly unique interactions with people you
don’t always get to share service with. On the other hand, there is something to be said for the
value of service that requires commitment.
Towards the beginning of my second year at Fontbonne, I found myself deep in
conversation with another student about the importance of volunteer work and the power of
different organizations in the area to have a positive impact on the people they serve. As it
would turn out, this student was a Service and Social Justice Coordinator at Fontbonne and
invited me to join him the following Saturday morning to volunteer with North Grand
Neighborhood Services—an organization that flips houses in the JeffVanderLou area and rents
or sells them to low-income families that would otherwise not be able to afford the homes.
That was two and a half years ago; we’ve spent just about every Saturday morning
volunteering together ever since.
These days, most of the work that we do is with the St. Vincent de Paul Society’s
program to pick up donated furniture, clothes, and household items and deliver them to
individuals and families who need them. Although North Grand Neighborhood Services
(NGNS) is always in need of more volunteers, we recognized that this St. Vincent de Paul
program would not be able to adequately meet its goals without help, so we adjusted our efforts
to where they were most needed. Even so, we still work with the NGNS community whenever
possible, involved now in the organization’s assessment and planning processes.
I’ll be honest, the work we do while volunteering is far from most people’s idea of a good
time. We’ve loaded and hauled furniture on days of pouring rain and 2° temperatures. We
sacrifice our Saturday mornings to sometimes spend the next seven hours carrying furniture.

We’ve done everything from mowing lawns, to carrying couches up flights of stairs, to installing
insulation in the crawlspace under tiny houses. I have never felt so disgusting in my life than the
day we ripped moldy, rain-damaged, mouse-dropping-littered carpet out of a home.
Even so, we always come back the following week to handle whatever task is needed,
and we have fun while doing so. Some weeks, we have a team of five to ten of our friends to
join us; other weeks, it’s back to just the two of us. Either way, we always make use of the time
we are given to grow closer as a group. There is something empowering and intimate in the
ability to see each other out of breath and covered in dust and dirt and still be able to make one
another laugh. Where interspersed volunteer opportunities have value in their ability to open
meaningful, light-hearted, refreshing conversations, our constant group of volunteers provides
the chance to dive into deep, sometimes controversial dialogue about a variety of topics. Often
times, we talk about what would be accomplished with more volunteers, more resources, and a
restructuring of inadequate or misguided systematic supports. We are closer because of the time
we have dedicated to working together and our shared love of caring for others.
I have learned so much about this city from our weekly service outings. I’ve seen the
hardships, generosity, and strength of donors, recipients, and volunteers alike. The diversity in
perspectives and experiences is never-ending, and my work has taught me to recognize that there
is so much more going on in the world than we often realize. I am inspired by the resilience of
those we are able to support and those we are able to work alongside. Even in times of their own
hardship, all are just trying to give back and make the world a little better for someone else. We
have a long, long way to go before we can claim that the world is free of brokenness. At the
same time, I will never underestimate the power of a handful of people who are willing to work
hard, be dedicated to a cause, and be just as human as the rest of us.

I guess I must make a correction: At the beginning of these reflections, I stated that we
can’t change the world. That’s not entirely true. We are not able to fix everything or create a
world without faults, but the world changes every day—whether that is despite or because of us.
Look around you, at society in general or at your own personal life and tell me change has never
occurred. Change doesn’t have to be drastic to be real. There are several ways to describe this
idea: snowballing, the ripple effect, the butterfly effect, or the saying that mountains are moved
one stone at a time. I have no intention of running myself into the ground anguishing over how
society is not perfect following my existence, but I intend to give some thought to what positive
intentional impacts I can make.
With a little luck, I’ll keep finding even more adventures and connection along the way;
that way, when I look back and reflect on how I contributed to changing the world for the better,
I’ll be able to sit back and smile at all the ways I’ve changed for the better, too.
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